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Lawyer for 
protesters 
challenges 
court fees 


BY ANNE BLYTHE 
ablythe@newsobserver.com 


RALEIGH 

Two protesters who were 
arrested at the N.C. Legislative 
Building a year and a half ago 
are now protesting the $180 
court fees that came with their 
misdemeanor charges. 

Carol Anderson and Dale 
Herman have been fighting the 
accusations in the Wake County 
courts since General Assembly 
police cuffed their hands with 
zip ties in May 2016 while they 
were protesting the contro- 
versial House Bill 2. 

They have appealed a district 
court judge’s ruling that they 
were guilty of trespass. State 
prosecutors are appealing the 
same judge’s finding that provi- 
sions of the Legislative Building 
rules used to bring the charges 
were unconstitutional. 

Now the attorney for An- 
derson and Herman is arguing 
that the court fees levied against 
the protesters are unconstitu- 
tional, too. 

Scott Holmes, a Durham- 
based attorney, filed a motion in 
court on Monday that outlines 
his contentions. He argues that 
North Carolina’s state Constitu- 
tion directs payments of fees, 
penalties and forfeitures to the 
funding of public schools. 

Laws adopted over the years, 
including one this year limiting 
the ability of judges to waive 
fees when they find reason to, 
have established a system in 
which the accused in criminal 
and traffic cases are assessed 
fees that go toward the over- 
head of running the North Car- 
olina court system and law en- 
forcement efforts, Holmes con- 
tends. 

“This is a really big deal be- 
cause it will stop judges across 
the state from imposing criminal 
court costs in every kind of case 
— from traffic tickets to murder 
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Ex-register of deeds charged 
with embezzling $926,615 


BY ANNE BLYTHE 
AND PAUL A. SPECHT 


ablythe@newsobserver.com 


RALEIGH 
he former Wake County 
register of deeds and 
three others from the 
office have been accused 

of embezzling more than $1.13 

million over the past six years. 

The Wake County grand jury 
handed up indictments Tuesday 
in a probe into what happened 
to $2.3 million over a nine-year 
period. 

Laura Riddick, who ran the 
office for nearly two decades, is 
charged with six felony counts 
of embezzlement involving a 
total of $926,615 over more 
than six years. 

Former employees Troy Ellis, 
Veronica Gearon and Murray M. 


Parker also face embezzlement 
charges. 

“These charges have been 
brought at the end of a lengthy, 
detailed investigation,” Wake 
County District Attorney Lorrin 
Freeman said - adding, when 
asked about the discrepancy 
between the $2.3 million discov- 
ered missing and the amount 
listed in the indictments, that 
she does not expect more people 
to be charged. “If additional 
evidence comes to light we will 
review that at that time.” 

Gearon was accused of em- 
bezzling $80,950 from 2011 to 
2016. Gearon earned a salary of 
$56,000 before being fired on 
Dec. 7, according to Luther 
Snyder, deputy register of 
deeds. Officials in the Register 
of Deeds office said she was 
fired after the district attorney 


told them Gearon was a suspect 
in the case. 

“You can’t have anyone work- 
ing here that’s been indicted 
under any circumstances,” 
Snyder said on Tuesday. 

Parker, who worked in the 
office from 1997 to 2013, was 
accused of embezzling $74,067 
during the last three years of 
employment there. Parker, who 
became assistant deputy register 
of deeds, had a salary of 
$79,605. 

Ellis, who was fired earlier 
this year after joining the office 
in 2010, was accused of one 
count of embezzling $50,000. 
Ellis, a technician, acknowl- 
edged to his supervisor several 
days after an SBI investigation 
began that he had taken some 
money, according to a letter 
written by Snyder ending Ellis’ 
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Former Wake County Register of Deeds Laura Riddick, shown in 2014, was charged Tuesday with embezzling more than $900,000. Three 
other former employees of the office were also indicted in the case involving $2.3 million missing from the office. 


employment. The grand jury 
indictment accuses Ellis of tak- 
ing the money between Dec. 5, 
2015, and Feb. 20, 2017. 

Riddick, a Republican, held 
the office from 1996 until her 
resignation earlier this year at 
the start of the investigation. 
She was elected to six terms in 
all. Indictments allege she took 
the money between August 
2010 and January 2017. 

On Tuesday, the state also 
placed a $700,000 property 
bond on Riddick’s home at 1920 
Stannard Trail near Crabtree 
Valley Mall in Raleigh as part of 
a pretrial release, according to 
court officials. 

The indictments don’t ad- 
dress how the money was taken 
or how it was used. 
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As use of Asian herb surges, 
some states enact bans 


BY CHRISTINE VESTAL 
Stateline.org 


CARRBORO 

On a sunny November after- 
noon in this quiet college com- 
munity, a steady stream of cus- 
tomers walks through the doors 
of a cafe called Oasis for a cup 
of an increasingly popular herb- 
al beverage. The menu offers 
coffee, black tea, beer, wine and 
pastries, but nearly everyone 


opts for a $5 mug of kratom 
(pronounced KRAY-dum). 

A powder ground from the 
leaves of an indigenous South- 
east Asian tree related to the 
coffee plant, kratom (Mitragyna 
speciosa) offers pain relief and 
mood enhancement, similar to 
prescription painkillers. 

Advocates say the substance, 
which does not depress the 
respiratory system and therefore 
presents little to no overdose 
risk, could help reduce the na- 


tion’s reliance on highly addic- 
tive and often deadly prescrip- 
tion painkillers. Some addiction 
experts also argue the plant 
could be used as an alternative 
to methadone, buprenorphine 
and Vivitrol in medication- 
assisted therapy for opioid ad- 
diction. 

Used for centuries to fight 
fatigue, pain and anxiety in 
Indonesia, Malaysia, Myanmar, 
Papua New Guinea and Thai- 
land, kratom was rarely taken in 


the United States until recently. 

Now, with growing concerns 
about the dangers of prescrip- 
tion painkillers, 3 million to 
5 million people are using kra- 
tom and reporting positive re- 
sults, based on information from 
retailers. But worries that the 
unregulated plant product could 
be abused for its mild euphoric 
qualities and users could be- 
come addicted are spurring 
federal officials to issue public 
health warnings - and a handful 
of states and cities to impose 
bans. 

Alabama, Arkansas, Indiana, 
Tennessee, Vermont, Wisconsin 
and the District of Columbia 
have banned kratom, along with 
at least three cities - Denver, 


San Diego and Sarasota, Florida. 
Legislation was considered last 
year in North Carolina and five 
other states - Florida, Kentucky, 
New Hampshire, New Jersey 
and New York. 

Animal studies have shown 
that kratom use may lead to 
addiction. But user surveys in- 
dicate that although the herb can 
be habit-forming, withdrawal 
symptoms are no worse than 
those encountered when quitting 
coffee, sugar or certain herbal 
supplements. Withdrawal symp- 
toms, which typically last three to 
four days, include muscle aches, 
cravings, a runny nose, restless- 
ness and mood swings. 
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STANDARD OIL CHANGE” 


Install new oil filter, refill up to 5 quarts motor 


oil. Ask about our High Mileage and Full 
Synthetic Oil Change options. 


SIQOFF 
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Sy COMPLETE AUTO CARE™ 


FIND A STORE NEAR YOU | 1-800-LOCATE US 
FIRESTONECOMPLETEAUTOCARE.COM 


‘In-store installation required and costs extra. Current prices already 
reflect discount; pricing excludes taxes. Participating stores only. Not to be 
combined with any other offer on same product. Offer void where 
prohibited. Additional fees may apply, including shop fees (where lawful). 
See store for full details. “Most vehicles. See participating store for 
complete service description and details. Not to be combined with another 
offer on same product or service. Coupon required. No cash value. Offer 


void where prohibited. Additional fees may apply, including shop fees 


(where lawful). See store for full details. 


© 2017 Bridgestone Retail Operations, LLC. All rights reserved. Valid at 


Firestone Complete Auto Care stores. 


